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a play which delighted the middle-aged members of the
audience, heartily sick of being told by the young that
they were fossilised and ineffectual. Here a father, who
has served in the war and since gone daily to the Stock
Exchange, suddenly decides that he has had enough of
slaving for a couple of pert children and a frivolous wife.
So, refusing the help offered to tide him over financial
difficulties, he allows his business to go smash, blandly tells
his astonished family that he finds them as devastatingly
boring as they have unmistakably found him, and walks
out of the house to lead his own life on the small income
that remains to him.

This play makes it clear that Maugham's opinion of
humanity is low, but his sense of humour generally
prevents his work from being grim. Unlike Barrie, he is
a pessimist, but he shares with him a dislike of dealing
with social problems. Nor has he any message to give,
for which reason Tolstoy would have regarded him as a
negligible writer. Nevertheless there is plenty of food
for thought in such plays as The Sacred Flame, in which a
mother takes it upon herself to kill her son, who has been
crippled in a flying accident, when she sees his young wife
falling in love with a man whose physical fitness makes
him a more proper mate for her than the husband to
whom she is endeavouring to remain faithful.

This is an essentially serious piece and it is in serious
comedy that Maugham is at his best. His work has a
detached and astringent quality. He regards people as
scientific specimens to be examined and classified and,
though he is far too capable a dramatist to write exclusively
of unattractive beings, he is mainly concerned with the
more unusual and less agreeable aspects of human nature.

Our Betters shows him in his most caustic mood. It
directs a searchlight onto the lives of a group of worthless
people who value money and enjoyment above everything
else. They are without faith or honour and betray each
other in their pursuit of the pleasure which continually